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THE PROPHET'S USE OF CONTRAST. 



By Professor Edward B. Pollard, 
Columbian University, Washington, D. C. 



There are few more interesting studies connected with the 
fruitful field of Hebrew prophecy than that of seeking to follow 
the operation of the prophet's own mind as he grapples with the 
living problems of his people and seeks to solve those problems 
in the light of eternal truth. 

The prophet's method of presenting his message, the mold 
into which it was thrown, was usually dictated by conditions that 
surrounded him. For this reason the use of comparison and of 
contrast was among the most common methods of presenting 
truth. Reference is not here made to the use of simile and 
other figures of speech ; these we expect, of course, to find in 
the utterances of great teachers. But the doctrines themselves 
are often influenced by, if not actually formed in the matrix of, 
some historical condition, by which the prophet was enabled to 
see a divine truth, and to make others see it, through compari- 
son or through contrast with human life about him. 

Examples of the method of teaching by contrast might be 
selected almost at random. A few of the more prominent cases 
will suffice to show the quality and power of this method, and 
the large place it holds in the prophetic teaching. 

The herdman-prophet Amos, breaking in from the south and 
beholding the religion of Jehovah dragged in the filth and 
debauchery of Baal, and the purity of the theocracy prostrate 
at Bethel, lifts his voice with this lamentation : 

The virgin daughter of Israel is fallen, 
She lieth forsaken upon her land, 
There is none to raise her up. (5 : 2.) 

But, at length, out from the gloom and darkness of the actual 
there bursts forth the light and hope of the ideal, in this con- 
trasted picture : 

96 



THE PROPHET'S USE OF CONTRAST 97 

In that day 

I will raise up the tabernacle of David that is fallen, 

And will close up the breaches thereof, 

And will raise up her ruins, 

And will build it, as in days of old. 

While the prophecy of Hosea takes shape under the influence 
of a direct comparison between his own love, even for his way- 
ward, faithless wife, and Jehovah's mercy and love for apostate 
Israel, yet the use of contrast is frequent. For, instead of the 
present Lo-ruhama, " No-mercy," there would come mercy upon 
the land; instead of being Lo-amtni, " Not-my-people," Israel 
would at length return and be the people of the living God 
(2 : 23). The valley of troubling would be at last a door of hope 
(2 : 15); and the people, now enslaving and debasing themselves 
with the sensual, orgiastic worship of Canaanitish Baal, should 
no longer call God Baali, " my master," but Ishi, " my hus- 
band ; " not enslaved by passion, but protected by a friend and 
helper. 

Isaiah, the versatile, often makes use of the method of con- 
trast. At a period when the people had been long trembling, 
undecided between alliance with Egypt and friendship with 
Assyria ; when the foreign policy of the state had been most 
weak, vacillating, and ineffective ; when the prophet himself 
was powerless to bring about courageous and independent action, 
for the rulers were " women ; " when Israel's need above all 
things was true, manly courage, a king with a strong hand and a 
firm hold upon righteousness and truth — the prophet, apparently 
despairing of the present, looks forward to the future, when "a 
King shall reign in righteousness, and princes shall rule in 
judgment. And a man shall be as a hiding place from the wind, 
and a covert from the tempest ; as rivers of water in a dry place, 
as the shadow of a rock in a weary land " (32 : 1, 2). 

So also in the following chapter (chap. 33) we have con- 
trasted pictures, graphically drawn, between the present condition 
of Assyria's power and Israel's distress, and Israel's glory with 
Assyria's disgrace hereafter. Especially graphic is the contrast 
drawn between the straits into which invasion has thrown Israel, 
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when "the land mourneth and languisheth, Lebanon is ashamed 
and withereth away ; Sharon is like a desert, Bashan and Carmel 
shake off their leaves" (vs. 9), and the glory that shall come 
when Jehovah arises in his might (vs. 10). Then "thine eyes 
shall see the King in his beauty ; they shall behold a land of 
' far distances ' [Heb.] " (vs. 18). Immediately there follows a 
suggested contrast between Zion, on the one hand, with its 
insignificant brook hard by, and, on the other, Nineveh, Assyria's 
capital, with her broad streams, her many active oars and out- 
spreading sails, proud in her commercial strength and glory. But 
the tables are suddenly turned, for Zion is shielded, not by navies, 
but by Jehovah's presence : 

Jehovah will be with us in majesty, 
In the place of broad rivers and streams, 
Wherein shall go no galley with oars, 
Nor gallant ship shall pass thereby; 
For Jehovah is our judge, 
Jehovah is our lawgiver, 
Jehovah is our king, 
He will save us. 

Then, turning again to Nineveh, the prophet vividly sees the 
vain efforts of her sailors to save from impending over- 
throw : 

Thy tacklings are loosed ! 

They could not strengthen the foot of their mast ! 

They could not spread the sail ! 

Then was the prey of a great spoil divided — 

Even the lame took the prey ! 

Among the most common characteristics of the messianic 
age, as pictured by the prophets, were fertile fields, garners full 
of grain, and all nature blooming as the rose. For the prophet 
saw in droughts, blasting, and mildew divine chastisement for 
sin. It is but a step to the position that, when iniquity shall 
have been purged away, riches and plenty shall fill the land, and 
characterize the new order of righteousness and truth. So, for 
example, we find it in the book of Joel — the occasion of which 
was the visitation of a long series of calamities upon the land — 
when (1: iof.) : 
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The field is wasted, 
The land mourneth ; 
For the corn is wasted, 
The new wine is dried up, 

The oil languisheth 

Yea, the beasts of the field pant to thee, 

For the water brooks are dried up, 

The fire hath devoured the folds of the wilderness. 

But when the messianic age comes, 

The mountains shall drop down sweet wine, 

And the hills shall flow with milk, 

All the brooks of Judah shall flow with waters ; 

And a fountain shall come forth of the house of the Lord, 

And shall water the valley of acacias. (3 : 18.) 

How far a tradition of a "golden age" has sometimes influ- 
enced the prophet's form of expression may be a matter of 
uncertainty. At least this seems true that, as against a golden 
age long past, the prophet posits a golden age to come. As 
against the disordered state of nature and of social life, he affirms 
a coming day of universal harmony, plenty, and overflowing pros- 
perity. War shall be no more, and all nature, including man, 
shall enjoy complete peace, with none to hurt or destroy — a 
marked contrast with a day of strife, devastation, and bloody 
prey. These being but the results of sin and the marks of divine 
chastisement, when righteousness prevails they shall forever 
pass away. Then the Assyrian, the rod of Jehovah's wrath, 
shall at length be broken, and the rod from the stock of Jesse 
shall be for an ensign of peace {cf. Isa., chap. 11). Through this 
sway of righteousness, lion and lamb, leopard and kid, child and 
poisonous asp, shall dwell in perfect peace, and they shall no 
longer "hurt nor destroy in all my holy mountain." 

The prophet, beholding Israel snatched from her land and 
carried away into exile, Jehovah's favor lost, sees, as con- 
trasted with this sad, unnatural separation, the day yet coming 
when 

Thou shalt no more be termed "Forsaken," 
Neither thy land any more be termed "Desolate," 
But thou shalt be called "My-delight-is-in-her," 
And thy land "Married." (Isa. 62 : 4.) 
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Then also, after exile was over, when the people were weep- 
ing that their resources were so small, their efforts so feeble, 
their temple so mean as compared with the ancient edifice of 
Solomon (Ezra 3:12), the far-seeing, practical old prophet 
Haggai comes forward to say : " Who is there left among you 
that saw this house in its former glory ? And how do ye see it 
now? Is it not in your eyes as nothing ? . . . . Yet, once — it 
is a little while, and I will shake the earth and the heavens, and 
the sea and the dry land ; and I will shake all nations, and the 
desirable things of all nations shall come, and I will fill this 
house with glory, saith the Lord of hosts. Silver is mine, and 
gold is mine, saith the Lord of hosts. The latter glory of this 
house shall be greater than the former, saith the Lord of hosts : 
and in this place will I give peace" (Hag. 2 : 1-9). 

Nor is it to be wondered at that in the trying times of bitter 
persecution which characterized the sway of Antiochus Epiph- 
anes (176-164 B. C.) in Palestine, and the two centuries of 
political, social, and religious chaos which followed, there should 
have arisen that prolific growth of apocalyptic literature — a lit- 
erature that could spring into life only by the wedding of dis- 
order and suffering with an unconquerable idealism and hope. 

Indeed, here we find the true explanation of the prevalence 
of contrast in prophetic teaching. The prophet's problem was 
continually a problem in adjustment. By close observation of 
human life and conditions, he saw clearly and felt deeply the 
wants of his people. As a man of his times, he was a thorough- 
going realist. As a man of God, he was an uncompromising 
idealist. His whole life was an effort at adjustment — first of 
the actual to the ideal in his own mind ; and then to bring the 
actual up to the ideal in the life of his people. 

He not only saw the actual and the ideal, but the actual in 
the bright light of the ideal. Sharp-cut contrast was inevitable. 
" Look on this picture and then on that." Never once doubt- 
ing the power and goodness of God, the prophet knew that 
wickedness and its fruits could not abide forever, but that 
righteousness is imperishable. Hence the evils of the present 
must at length yield to future glories. 



